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Abstract Although the literature on policy advisory systems has experienced a revival in recent
years, its empirical focus has mainly been on Anglophone countries (Craft and Halligan 2016).
This paper applies the policy advisory systems approach to the Netherlands, which can serve as
an example of the dynamics in the policy advisory systems of consensus-driven, neo-corporatist
polities Lijphart in Patterns of Democracy: Government Forms and Performance in Thirty-Six
Countries, 21, 235–266 1999). Using a historical-institutionalist perspective, the dynamics of the
Dutch policy advisory system from the mid-1960s to the present day are examined. Based on
original cross-time survey data and an analysis of secondary sources, the impact of depillar-
ization (mid-1960s–mid-1990s), new public management (mid-1980s onwards) and an
increased pressure on the executive have had for the Dutch policy advisory system (from the late
1990s): fragmentation, externalization and a non-partisan brand of politicization are shown.
More specifically, the use of the institutionalized system of permanent advisory councils has lost
part of its significance in favour of both external consultants and ad hoc advisory committees.
The Dutch case, with its accumulative institutional design based on Weberianism, neo-corpo-
ratism and new public management elements, has thus experienced markedly different dynamics
in its policy advice system than the Anglophone countries.
Keywords Policy advisory systems  Politicization  Public sector reform 
The Netherlands  Advisory councils  Consultants  Pillarization
Introduction
Recent years have seen a revival in the academic interest for policy advisory systems: the
increased complexity and interconnectedness of policy challenges, combined with increased
political and societal pressures on policy making and implementation, merit a perspective on
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policy advice that is not limited to single actors and organizations, but that instead views the
arena of supply and demand for policy advice as a system of interdependent and competing
actors and organizations (Scott and Baelher 2010; Craft and Howlett 2013).
Interestingly, much of this new interest has been directed towards the Anglophone
world: Britain, Canada, the USA, Australia and New Zealand (Prince 1983; Halligan 1995;
Saint-Martin 2005). Much less is known about the evolution of policy advisory systems in
non-Anglophone systems over the past decades. At the same time, few efforts have been
made to systemize, theorize or explain variation between policy advisory systems across
countries or time periods (Hustedt and Veit, this issue).
The present study firstly contributes to the overall purpose of the special issue by giving new
insights into the policy advisory system of the Netherlands, a consensus-driven neo-corporatist
system in Continental Europe (Lijphart 1999). By focusing on a non-Anglophone system that
shares a number of relevant characteristics with various other European countries and by taking
a longitudinal perspective that shows a near-cyclical change pattern (Hood 1974), this study
fills a gap in the international academic literature on policy advisory systems.
Secondly, this study contributes to tackling the theoretical questions raised in the issue’s
introductory article regarding the rationalization and legitimization functions of policy advice
(Hustedt and Veit, this issue), which can but need not be in opposition to one another (Halffman
and Hoppe 2005). This question is of particular relevance for policy advice systems in countries
such as the Netherlands, Belgium and Austria. These countries all have strong traditions in
consensual and maximum-majority policy making (Daalder 1966). In these systems, the pro-
vision of high-level substantive expertise (rationalization) and the representation of different
societal groups (legitimization) were institutionally entwined through neo-corporatist structures.
Thirdly, whereas the concept of a policy advisory system encompasses both the more visible
actors (such as institutionalized advisory councils, professional policy analysts and NGOs) and
the less visible ones, the latter have received strikingly little attention. Among the less visible
actors, we count individuals or ad hoc committees who, on a temporary basis, are ‘‘hired’’ by
governments as policy or managerial consultants (Beveridge 2012; Howlett and Migone 2013;
Van den Berg et al. 2015c; see also Pierre 1998; Boston 1994; Prasser 2006; Fischer 2003). In
this contribution, these less visible actors are explicitly included in the analysis.
This paper addresses the following questions: To what extent is the recently revitalized
perspective of the advisory systems literature supported or challenged by the Dutch case?
What dynamics have shaped and reshaped the Dutch policy advisory system since the
1960s? What factors that have impacted Anglophone systems have also impacted the
Dutch system and have the consequences been similar? What have been distinct factors in
shaping the Dutch policy advisory system and how have they influenced it?
The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: below is first a brief discussion of the
current state of policy advisory systems research (‘‘The current state of policy advisory systems
research’’), followed by the theoretical expectations guiding this study (‘‘Theoretical frame-
work’’). After a concise justification of the research design and the data used (‘‘Research design
and data’’), the empirical findings will be presented (‘‘Empirical analysis’’). It ends with some
concluding remarks and suggestions for further research (‘‘Discussion and Conclusion’’).
The current state of policy advisory systems research
The notion of a policy advisory system (Halligan 1995) refers to the complex system of
actors who cooperate in various ways to provide the advice that helps decision makers
shape policies. These actors can be based both within and outside of the government
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apparatus (Mitchell 2005). The configuration of actors and their relationships is unique for
each jurisdiction, and within each jurisdiction it may vary from policy sector to policy
sector (Seymour-Ure 1987; Halligan 1995; Craft and Howlett 2012). Also, the composition
and functioning of a policy advisory system can change over time.
Recent research into policy advisory systems has focused on three main phenomena:
externalization, politicization and internationalization. The process of externalization in the
policy advice system denotes a general shift away from reliance on the public service to
other sources of advice and a professionalization of policy competence outside the public
service. In 1995, Halligan noted such a shift was taking place for the Anglophone
countries.
The situation was rather different in the 1990s for European continental countries with a
corporatist tradition (such as Germany, Austria, the Netherlands and Belgium). In these
countries, the more or less institutionalized involvement of established non-government
organizations (representative associations, advocacy groups, trade unions) had already
been functioning for many decades (see ‘‘Empirical analysis’’ below). For the Netherlands,
Halffman and Hoppe (2005) have argued that between the mid-1990s and the mid-2000s,
next to the corporatist pattern of the science/policy boundary, two other patterns have
gained in prominence, namely the neoliberal and the deliberative pattern.
For Belgium, the findings of Bossens et al. (2014) reconfirm the importance of internal
next to external advice seeking and stress how limited the room for change of a policy
proposal is, once agreement on it has been reached at the political level. For Flanders, Fobe´
et al. (2013) have recently found that the reorganization of the regional policy advisory
system has not led to a convergence of the structure of advisory councils and that the
members of the corporatist advisory councils perceive the influence of their own advice as
relatively low. Pattyn et al. (2014) have considered the heterogeneous landscape of
Flemish political party study centres, which appear to function more as an extension of
political parties than as classical think tanks. The latter is in contrast to recent studies on
the German policy advisory system, where the role of political party think tanks, that are
publicly funded but whose research programs are completely party-controlled, is unpar-
alleled. The crowded German ‘‘policy market’’ consisting of think tanks and governmental
researchers further appears to lead to a ‘‘de-parliamentarization’’ of policy advice in the
German system (Siefken 2007; Blum and Schubert 2013).
A second main line of recent research has been the increased politicization of policy
advice, as elected political actors have tried to reassert the primacy of politics in the policy
process (Daviter 2015; Di Francesco and Eppel 2011; Dahlstro¨m et al. 2011; Radin 2013;
Savoie 2015). This type of politicization has been seen in the use of political appointees,
the political involvement in senior public service staffing, the use of performance man-
agement and procedural steering. Additionally, it has also been witnessed in the
employment of ministerial entourages consisting of political and special advisors, com-
munication managers and parliamentary liaisons. These ministerial entourages are growing
in terms of their size and scope in many countries, and they risk clogging information flows
from the departmental policy advisors to the minister (Van den Berg and Dijkstra 2015).
Lastly, internationalization has been a focus of various lines of research into policy
advice and policy advisory systems (Craft and Howlett 2012). Internationalization can
firstly be seen in the eroding territorial boundaries of the substance of many policy issues.
Supranational layers of governance, in particular within the framework of the European
Union, allow members of the domestic policy advisory system to increasingly help shape
the intergovernmental policy advisory system (Geuijen et al. 2008; Trondal et al. 2008;
Braun and Van den Berg 2013). The mechanism is, however, working in both directions:
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members of the supranational policy advisory system also increasingly influence the col-
lective discourse on policy within domestic systems (Forder and Menon 2013; Van den
Berg et al. 2015a). Secondly, internationalization is observed through the increasing use by
national policy makers of international policy experts and consultants as a source of advice
for domestic policy (Adler and Haas 1992; Bakvis 2013; Coen and Thatcher 2008;
Eberlein and Newman 2008; Legrand 2012).
Whereas many of the studies from the Anglophone countries have taken an integrated
approach to policy advisory systems, the continental European studies discussed above are
all partial in the sense that they do not cover the policy advisory system as a whole (with
the exception of Bossens et al. 2014). Instead, they focus on one or two types of actors
within the policy advisory system. The important gap in the literature is then as follows:
what picture emerges if the policy advisory systems approach is applied to a European
continental country characterized by (a) a relatively long tradition of large-scale external
advising, (b) a considerable degree of politicization of their policy making process in
recent years and (c) a relatively high exposure to internationalization due to EU integra-
tion? The Netherlands is a system that neatly fits these criteria and is therefore a very
suitable setting for investigation.
Theoretical framework
This study’s point of departure is the historical-institutionalist argument which holds that
internal and external pressures for change in the medium term lead to absorptions and
adjustments that fit within the historical institutional context and within the framework of
choices that have been made in the past (North 1990; Arthur 1994; Pierson 2004). In the
period 1966–2015, three key phenomena are likely to have influenced the nature and
functioning of the Dutch policy advisory system. These are as follows: (a) depillarization,
or the dismantling of the pillarized societal and political system (roughly from the mid-
1960s to the mid-1990s), (b) public sector reforms under the heading of New Public
Management, which attempted to modernize public administration by means of intro-
ducing more managerial and market-based work processes, privatization and deregulation
(from the mid-1980s up to the present) and (c) increased pressure on the executive, due to
changes in mass media and communications, increased transparency, expanded auditing,
increased competition in the political marketplace and the political polarization of the
electorate (from the late 1990s up to the present).
The Dutch pillarized system of consensus politics had its roots in mediaeval times and
developed extensively in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries (Daalder 1966; Hendriks
and Toonen 2002). The modern institutionalized system of consensus politics then
assumed its shape during the power struggles between the Catholics, Protestants (with two
distinct brands, conservative and reformed), Socialists and, albeit reluctantly, Liberals at
the beginning of the twentieth century (Rihoux et al. 2015). The system emerged to
accommodate potentially disruptive tensions between religious and socio-economic sub-
cultures by means of cooperating according to informal diplomacy-like rules of the game.
The system was marked by subcultural segments, or pillars, where (a) the associated
political parties defended the pillars’ interests and (b) most interestingly for our present
purposes, an elaborate system of ancillary organizations (such as trade unions and interest
organizations of different types) played a leading role in the representation of the pillars
and in cross-pillar elite accommodation. The Dutch version of consensus politics boiled
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down to policy making arrangements ‘‘that broaden[ed] the involvement in decision-
making as widely as possible’’ and to a political culture that ‘‘eschew[ed] decision-making
by majority’’ (Andeweg 2000: 511). It entailed a form of corporatist policy making which
in its structure was highly comparable to that of other countries following the Rhineland
model (Germany, Switzerland, Belgium and Luxemburg) and to the social partnership and
concertation systems seen in Austria, Italy and Ireland (Katzenstein 1985).
After the Second World War, a period of so-called etatization (Van der Meer 2014) took
place in the Netherlands. During this period, service delivery and the financing of the
pillarized intermediary organizations increasingly became the responsibility of the gov-
ernment, and a wide system of advisory bodies and councils for policy input was set up.
In the mid-1960s, a process of depillarization and a connected erosion of the pillarized
intermediary organizations set in (Van der Meer et al. 2012). This dismantling of the
pillarized collective advice structures and public service delivery started with the con-
fessional pillars and was more or less completed when the socio-democratic pillar eroded
in the 2000s. The pillarized structures reflected a representative and democratically
legitimizing system of policy making and service delivery. In the field of service delivery
(in areas such as education, health care, etc.), the transformation of the old pillarized
organizations into more fragmented intermediary organizations controlled by managers
resulted in a considerable loss of legitimacy for these organizations and for the system as a
whole (Van der Meer 2014). The impact of depillarization on the policy advisory system
has been thought to have been similar to that for the service-delivery landscape: frag-
mentation and a loss of legitimacy.
In response to the fiscal crisis of the late 1970s and early 1980s, and in order to counter
the alleged overstretching and overburdening of the government apparatus in that time,
policy initiatives were introduced to reduce the size of the government and enlarge the
private (public) domain and the use of new management techniques along the line of the
private sector (NPM) were promoted. While the Netherlands was not among the first
countries to embrace the principles of NPM, from the late 1980s onwards most of its ideas
were turned into reform policies (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011). Halligan notes at the time
that in the Anglophone countries, where New Public Management caught on before it did
elsewhere, governments sought ‘‘to incorporate special skills by the use of external
advisors and as an alternative source to the public service,’’ and that ‘‘[p]rivate sector
consultants have also flourished in the age of privatization.’’ ‘‘More generally,’’ Halligan
contends, ‘‘under fiscal austerity, governments have sought to reduce staff and functions.
Often this has involved the substitution of consultants for public servants because it has
been more politically (and managerially) acceptable. As a result, external organizations
have been increasingly used for policy design and development’’ (1995: 154–155).
Therefore, for the Netherlands, too, it is to be expected that for the policy advisory
system, New Public Management-style reforms would have led to cutbacks on the elab-
orate system of advisory bodies and councils and to a preference for hiring external
consultants on short-term contracts instead.
It has to be noted that in the case of the Netherlands, as well as in other consensual
systems, externalization may have been less straightforward than it was in many more
centralized and majoritarian systems, as the traditional system of advisory bodies and
councils was already external to the permanent departmental civil service. However, that
does not mean that externalization, understood as the outward shift of policy advice, did
not take place. Whereas Halligan makes a threefold distinction between the ‘‘public ser-
vice,’’ and advisors who are ‘‘internal to government’’ and ‘‘external to government’’
(1995: 141), to grasp externalization in the Netherlands, we need to take into account the
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typology of public sector employment in Fig. 1, which consists of 6 concentric circles
(Van den Berg et al. 2015c). Circle 1 corresponds with Halligan’s ‘‘public service,’’ circle
3 with advisors ‘‘internal to government’’ (permanent advisory councils), and circles 4
(community organizations subject to public grants) and 6 (external consultants and
members of ad hoc advisory committees) would fall under Halligan’s advisors ‘‘external to
government’’ category.
1. The innermost circle is the core of the public service, that is, the staff employed by
general governmental institutions such as the ministerial departments.
2. The second circle consists of personnel employed in independent executive agencies
under public law.
3. The third circle contains the staff of permanent advisory councils, and educational and
healthcare institutions under public law, including public research institutes, but also
universities and other educational institutions under public law, and academic
hospitals.
4. The fourth circle consists of the employees in the so-called private–public domain, that
is, organizations under private law which are nonetheless funded by public means and
are without commercial purpose, and can include foundations, advisory bodies and
councils.
5. The fifth circle includes those who are employed in publicly owned companies.
6. The sixth and final circle consists of externally hired staff: those who are employed by
a commercial organization under private law, where the government holds no shares
and who on the basis of a contract perform tasks for or in name of the government,
such as contractors, advisory firms, or catering, cleaning and security firms.
Based on this typology for the Netherlands, it is to be expected that New Public Man-
agement would have led to an outward shift from more internally situated circles to more
externally situated circles, specifically from 1 to 3 and 4, from 1 to 6, and from 3 and 4 to 6.
1      2     3      4      5     6
Fig. 1 Public personnel categorized by six circles and the externalization of the policy advisory function
Source: developed from Van den Berg et al. (2015c)
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This would have corresponded to a decrease in the number of internal policy advisors, a
decrease in the use of the system of permanent advisory bodies and councils and an
increase in the use of external consultants as policy advisors.
The third major development is the increased pressure on the executive, due to changes
in mass media and communications, increased transparency, expanded auditing, increased
competition in the political marketplace and the political polarization of the electorate
(Aucoin 2012). The result of this in the Anglophone countries has been the risk that
ministers ‘‘all too easily regard the values of a non-partisan public service and the distinct
spheres of authority assigned to public servants as obstacles to be overcome in the pursuit
of effective political management’’ (Aucoin 2012: 186). Advice is decreasingly sought
from independent, non-partisan and critical internal or external advisors, and more from
sources that can more easily be controlled and who are more likely to advise in ways that
help the minister or head of government realize their political strategy by removing and
circumventing political and policy obstacles.
In the Netherlands, the political sphere was very stable and predictable in the post-war
period: voters voted overwhelmingly for candidates from their own pillars and until 1994
government coalitions always consisted of the Christian Democrats with either the Liberals
to the right or the Social Democrats to the left. In 1994 it was the first time in parliamentary
history that a government without a Christian democratic party was formed: the liberal
socio-democratic government (the Purple Coalition) was in power until 2002. This has
since been followed by a period of much greater electoral volatility and increasing societal-
political pressure on the executive: prematurely falling government coalitions have become
the rule rather than the exception, various anti-system protest parties have emerged and
won considerable numbers of parliamentary seats, and the party political landscape has
become increasingly fragmented. In 2010, for the first time since the Second World War,
no majority government could be formed which resulted in a minority cabinet with par-
liamentary support from the controversial Freedom Party of Geert Wilders. Since 2012
there has been a ruling coalition which holds a majority in only one of the two chambers of
parliament, making governance inherently unstable (see Van den Berg and Dijkstra 2015).
Given this increased volatility and pressure on the executive, it is to be expected that in
the Netherlands too, there has been a greater demand on the part of politicians to be
surrounded and advised by individuals and organizations which are trusted and which can
be more easily steered, rather than by permanent civil servants or institutionalized and
sheltered permanent advisory bodies and councils. If this is indeed the case, then we should
observe a greater use of both political assistants and more ad hoc advisory committees, in
lieu of permanent civil service policy analysts and permanent advisory bodies and councils.
Summing up, based on the existing theoretical knowledge, we should expect that the
Dutch policy advisory system has experienced the following influences and changes in the
period 1966–2015:
Depillarization is likely to have led to an erosion of (a) the representative logic of many
advisory bodies and (b) the automatic legitimacy of these bodies, which has
subsequently likely to have had a negative impact on their authority and survival.
New public management is likely to have led to a decreasing willingness to financially
sustain a wide system of independent, sheltered advisory bodies and has likely favoured
the hiring of external, market-based consultants.
The increased pressure on the executive is likely to have led to a stronger demand on the
side of executive politicians to control and steer policy advice, which will probably have
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stimulated the use of ad hoc advisory committees and political advisors, and decreased
the appeal to and authority of permanent advisory bodies.
Research design and data
For the investigation of the Dutch policy advisory system in the period from 1960 to the
present, we designed a cross-time comparison nested in a single case study (Yin 2014: 51).
The purpose of the case study was to assess the extent to which the policy advisory systems
approach developed in Anglophone systems is equally helpful for understanding Conti-
nental European systems such as the Netherlands. The Netherlands is an important case to
study, as it is generally regarded as the oldest and most elaborate example of a consensual
political system (O’Leary 2005), and because it is so different regarding relevant structural
factors from the Anglophone systems that have predominantly been studied so far. In
contrast to the Anglophone systems, the Netherlands is marked by proportional repre-
sentation, a fragmented multi-party system, a tradition of elite accommodation and a neo-
corporatist style of policy making.
The Netherlands shares many relevant characteristics with other consensus-driven and
neo-corporatist countries, such as Belgium, Germany, Austria and Switzerland. Next to
their similarity on most of the abovementioned structural factors, these countries also share
with the Netherlands that there is an increasing pressure on the executive. This is at least in
part the result of recent populist backlashes, which pose a challenge to the practice of elite-
based consensus building (Hackhverdian and Koop 2007). Hence, the research design not
only allowed us to draw relevant contrasts with the Anglophone systems, it also opens
possibilities for developing theory for further analysis of this wider group of consensus-
driven and neo-corporatist countries.
The analysis was based on multiple types of primary and secondary data. The first part
of the period was covered by means of an analysis of existing literature where the practices
and underlying principles of the Dutch policy advisory system were examined.
In addition, primary data were used, namely a survey instrument developed for senior
civil servants, which includes questions on consultation practices with a range of potential
external advisors, questions on the relevance of possessing various types of expertise for
senior civil servants and questions aimed at the relationships with political advisors. This
survey was conducted in 2007 and replicated with the same questions and the same
population in 2013. Both the times the survey was conducted on the web.
The survey population consisted of all top managers within the central civil service
(secretary-generals, inspector-generals and equivalents, director-generals and directors).
Together they form the Dutch senior civil service (Bekker 2015), a group of 996 indi-
viduals in 2007, and 802 individuals in 2013. The 2007 survey yielded 418 responses (a
response rate of 41.4 per cent), while the 2013 survey yielded 235 responses (a response
rate of 29.3 per cent).
Next to the survey data taken from senior civil servants, another survey data set was
used, which targeted external policy advisors (N = 378). This latter survey research was
inspired by the study of Howlett and Migone (2013) on external policy advisors contracted
by the Canadian federal government. For our data set, the target population was the
consultants contracted by the national civil service for policy-, communication- and legal
advice in the period from 2010 to 2012. The details about these advisors were made public
by the Dutch Ministry of the Interior following a freedom of information request on
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external contracting by a third party (Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en Koninkrijk-
srelaties 2013a, b). The list contains 1912 individual potential respondents from 192 unique
advisory organizations. For our survey, 378 filled in and submitted their answers, resulting in
a response rate of 20 per cent, which is comparable to that of other studies in which external
advisors have been surveyed (Colebatch 2006; Howlett and Migone 2013a; Vesely´ 2013; for
more details on the survey, see Van den Berg et al. 2015c). The analysis focused on simple
relationships in the data. Moreover, the analysis was supported by semi-structured interview
data collected from Dutch senior civil servants in 2007 (N = 23) and 2015 (N = 15).
Empirical analysis
Pillarization and depillarization
As pointed out above, the twentieth century Dutch policy advisory system was firmly
embedded in the pillarized system of governance that had taken shape between 1875 and
1925. In the wake of the development of the pillarized political parties, policies (notably
education) and interest groups, a segmented but proportionally representative policy
advisory system came into being.
Next to the internal departmental policy advisory units, this system also included both
civil society organizations and policy advisory bodies, such as advisory councils, expert
commissions and research organizations. These bodies served among other purposes as
permanent contact points for ministers and civil servants in need of (a) input for policies,
(b) legitimation and/or (c) implementation capacity. Some organizations leaned more
towards an evidence-based and technocratic advisory role (e.g. the Central Planning
Bureau), others more towards a deliberative and corporatist role (e.g. the Social-Economic
Council) (Mayer 2007), but none were contributing to either policy rationalization or
legitimization exclusively. At the central level, numerous councils and commissions,
whose members were representatives of interest groups or independent experts, played an
important part in building the necessary political consensus and served as ‘‘refrigerators
when policy issues became too polarized to handle’’ (Oldersma et al. 1999, 336).
In a number of sectors, particularly in the fields of agriculture, education and health
care, ties between the administration and pillarized interest organizations were very close.
The leaders of these organizations often shared the same social and educational back-
grounds with ministers and senior civil servants. It was not unusual for individuals to move
from a position with an interest organization to a position in parliament or the government,
or vice versa. While this system ensured effective coordination, it also led to compart-
mentalization: policy sectors developed into vertical silos within which all relevant
organizations used the same jargon and mental frames (Rijnen and Robers-Obbes 1977).
This can partly be explained by the fact that civil servants in the Netherlands have typically
been trained as specialists in the field of their respective departments, as opposed to the
more generalist training of civil servants in Britain and France (Van den Berg 2011).
While many of the important civil society organizations already emerged before the
Second World War, the post-war decades saw the rise of many institutions, councils and
services that aimed to provide the government and the administration with reliable
knowledge about society (e.g. the Central Bureau for Statistics, the Central Planning
Bureau, the National Agency for Spatial Planning, the National Institute for Health Care
and the Environment, and the Social-Cultural Planning Bureau and the Scientific Council
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for Government Policy) (Hirsch Ballin 1979). Of these especially the Central Planning
Bureau has had a large influence on policies over the past decades. The important role of
these institutions is an important explanatory factor for the externalization of policy advice
even before NPM-style reforms were introduced. In addition, it shows that the Dutch
system has long been very open to the international discourse on empiricist and evidence-
based understandings of expertise (Hallfman 2009).
Reform and NPM-style externalization
The degree to which strong cooperation between the administration and these corporatist
councils and research organizations is seen as positive has fluctuated over time. Until the
1970s, the policy advisory system was regarded as highly legitimate, not in the least
because of its effectiveness in building consensus and in producing policies that worked
economically and socially. In the 1980s, however, a more critical view dominated, as the
strong influence of advisory bodies was seen as insufficiently democratic and as an
impediment to economic growth (Lijphart and Crepaz 1991; Smith 1993; Woldendorp
1995).
In the 1980s, the government attempted to curb the influential position of the councils
and commissions in response to these criticisms. It has to be noted that concerns about the
role of such bodies not only pertained to legitimacy issues, but also to their operating costs
and the perception that they were an obstacle to the implementation of austerity policies.
Hence, the negative views about the role of advisory bodies should be seen as part of the
growing popularity of new public management (NPM) and neoliberal ideas during the
course of the 1980s. All of this resulted in a trend to move away from the corporatist
involvement of advisory bodies in the years before 1990 (Den Uyl 1978; WRR 1977; Van
Delden 1981).
Encouraged by international organizations such as the European Union, the OECD, the
IMF and the World Bank, the Netherlands further reformed its public sector in a number of
ways in the 1990s, including the privatization of its state-owned enterprises, the creation of
executive agencies at arm’s length from the smaller central ministries, and a focus shift
towards regulatory governance (Pollitt and Bouckaert 2011). In addition to these structural
reforms, the 1990s also saw several reforms to the advisory system. These reforms were
designed to make ‘‘independent expertise’’ the guiding principle of the advisory system.
The dominant function of the advisory system soon became the provision of expertise,
rather than the channelling and voicing of pillarized societal interests. Members of advi-
sory committees were, thus, increasingly selected by politicians and civil servants because
of their expertise rather than their representative function for a given interest group or
constituency (Oldersma et al. 1999).
While the available literature points to a traditionally large degree of external policy
advising in the Netherlands, which was reinforced through NPM-style reforms in the 1980s
and 1990s (Halffman and Hoppe 2005), systematic quantitative data for the pre-2007
period are not available.1 To assess the degree and nature of externalization since 2007,
however, we can use primary survey data. We will first look at externalization from circle 1
to circles 3 and 4, and then at externalization from the more centric circles to circle 6.
1 Existing studies that cover the pre-2007 period point to a widening of the range of information available
for policy makers and fragmentation (Woldendorp 1995; Halffman and Hoppe 2005; Pollitt and Bouckaert
2011; Van der Meer et al. 2012; Dijkstra et al. 2015).
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Externalization from circle 1 to circles 3 and 4 refers to a decrease in the use of core
civil servants as policy advisors and to an increase in the use of the staff of permanent
advisory councils, public research institutes and advisory bodies. Previous studies have
pointed to an ongoing decrease in the policy advising capacity of the core civil service
since 2003 (Van der Meer et al. 2012; Dijkstra et al. 2015), and the question is whether this
has gone hand in hand with an increase in the use of external councils and institutes. For
this, we turn to survey data collected in 2007 and 2013. First, we asked senior civil servants
on the number of external advice providers of various types they interacted with during the
year prior to the survey. Their answers are summarized in Table 1.
These findings point to a clear and across the board increase in the number of orga-
nizations within each of the categories of external policy providers in the period
2007–2013. In particular, external research institutes (part of circle 3) seem to have
become a more prominent source for policy advice.
Second, survey respondents were asked what type of external actors were their primary
sources of expertise. This gives us additional insights in the changes in prominence of
organizations in the second and the sixth circle. The results are summarized in Table 2.
These results show that in recent years, across policy domains, research institutes have
been the primary source of external expertise, followed by consultancy firms, executive
public agencies and advisory councils. While the position of advisory councils overall
seems to have stabilized between 2007 and 2013, zooming into policy domains gives a
more differentiated picture. While their importance has risen in the economic and financial
domain and in the justice and home affairs domain, it has decreased in the international,
social, and infrastructure and environment domains.
When it comes to externalization from the more centric circles to circle 6, two cate-
gories of external policy advisers deserve specific attention: ad hoc advisory committees
and external consultants. Ad hoc advisory committees stand out because their use signifies
a move away from the traditional, institutionalized system of permanent advisory councils
in the third circle, and external consultants merit particular consideration because they
form the part of the policy advisory system that is less visible–and even less studied–but
which has increased in importance during the period studied.
Ad hoc committees
The relatively low reliance on the expertise of permanent advisory councils reported in
Table 2 is in line with various other studies which confirm that the executive prefers
temporary advisory committees, rather than permanent institutionalized advisory councils
(Schulz et al. 2008, Schulz 2010). The shift from the use of permanent advisory councils to
ad hoc committees signifies an externalization from circle 3 to circle 6. Temporary
committees have been instituted for a wide variety of issues such as state reforms,
biotechnology, energy taxation, private wartime funds, aviation-induced noise distur-
bances, pesticides and study grants. If controlled for variation caused by election cycles,
there has been a steadily growing use of ad hoc advisory committees since 1995 (Schulz
et al. 2008: 104). The increased use of such committees can be explained by three key
motives (Schulz et al. 2008).
The first is the increased need for specialized expertise, which might not be available
within the permanent advisory bodies. This expertise need not necessarily be substantive; it
can also be process-related, such as the ability to deal with large political, societal or
economic clashes of interest, or social controversy and unrest.
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A second explanation for the greater use of ad hoc committees rather than permanent
bodies is the desire to secure independence. In specific cases it can be a great asset for the
committee and its members to be completely separate from the long-standing advisory
structures or the prevailing policy processes. This argument can also conveniently be used
if a minister prefers to circumvent the expertise and perspectives that are known to be
present within the department or within the permanent advisory body for that policy issue.
A third explanation for the greater use of ad hoc committees is that ministers find them
better suited than standing organizations for creating broad political support. This motive
corresponds with the original motive for the creation of the system of advisory bodies and
councils, but, as explained above, after depillarization the representative credibility of the
system decreased and other, differentiated and issue-specific forms of inclusiveness
became more effective for the creation of broad support. Schulz et al. (2008) conclude that
given both the increased complexity of various policy issues and the increased political
pressure on the executive, ministers often feel better served by committees whose com-
position can be better tailored and more easily controlled than permanent advisory bodies
and councils.
External consultants
The Netherlands has, together with the USA, the highest density of management and policy
consulting firms in the world (Rosenthal et al. 1996: 111). Still, thus far the characteristics
of consultants and their involvement in the policy advisory system have not been resear-
ched. In addition, they are particularly relevant in the context of externalization of policy
advice given that they belong to circle 6, the outermost circle of public personnel. Who are
these external consultants? To what extent do they contribute to policy making? And what
are the differences among policy sectors and different types of activities? For these
questions, we can also rely on original survey data.
External policy consultants are virtually without exception highly educated, as most
have an academic (84 per cent) or college (9 per cent) background. Table 3 shows the
distribution across the fields of education of external consultants. Of these consultants,
22 % had previously been employed as a national civil servant, while 20 % had previously
been employed as a civil servant at the local level.
In order to determine the degree to which the work of external consultants is process-
driven or substance-driven (see Howlett and Migone 2013), respondents were asked about
the nature of their activities. The respondents cited 22 different activities in total, and these
were clustered into four categories: policy advice, policy implementation, policy evalua-
tion and process support activities, see Table 4.
The results indicate that external consultants are mostly employed to provide policy
advice and process support and that they are to a lesser degree involved in policy
implementation and policy evaluation. The ministries in which the highest percentage of
external consultants is employed to supply policy advice are Social Affairs and Employ-
ment (89 per cent), Infrastructure and the Environment (85 per cent) and Public Health,
Wellbeing and Sports (84 per cent). The ministries in which external consultants were least
often used as policy advisors are Defense (67 per cent) and Economic Affairs (73 per cent).
They are also hired relatively less for staff roles (73 per cent). This contrasts to some extent
with the findings of Howlett and Migone (2013) for Canada. They found that external
consultants are mostly used in process support, while the question about their input in
terms of substance remains to some degree unanswered.
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Politicization
An increase in the importance of political considerations in the provision of policy advice
can be reflected by (a) an increase in the degree to which political-strategic insight is seen
as relevant for the toolbox of the civil service in conjunction with a decrease in the
relevance of substantive expertise and (b) an increase in the role of politically appointed
ministerial advisers in policy advice.
In our 2007 and 2013 surveys, we asked respondents about the relevance of political-
strategic insight and substantive expertise for their work. Civil servants should always be
able to provide their minister with information on the possible political implications of a
given policy proposal or decision, but the degree to which the importance of such political
advice (increasingly) outweighs the importance of substantive advising, is an indicator of
politicization of their policy advisory role. Overall, in the period 2007–2013 no significant
increase in the political nature of civil service work seems to have taken place. Only for the
domain of Infrastructure and the Environment, do we see a meaningful increase in the
relevance of political-strategic insight. In addition, we do not find a systematic decrease in
the relevance of substantive expertise, rather a slight overall increase (see Table 5).
It is also clear that a new type of advisor has emerged in the Dutch policy advisory
landscape since the late 1990s: the political assistant to ministers and junior ministers.
Their added value is not primarily seen in terms of substantive or technical expertise, but
rather in terms of political-strategic advising and network connections vis-a`-vis parlia-
mentary factions and the media. The potential downside of the increased number and
influence of these actors is that executive strategy is becoming overly political and not
sufficiently policy-oriented and that political assistants are focusing too much on the
political branding of the minister and too little on the legal and constitutional aspects of
policy making, the interests of the organization or policy sector and the coherence of
cabinet policy. While there are no official figures, the number of personal advisors,
political advisors and press secretaries surrounding ministers and junior ministers has
gradually increased over the past 15 years (Nieuwenkamp 2001; Van der Steen et al. 2009;
Van den Berg 2011). Their importance and influence has also been measured in the 2013
survey, where respondents were asked about the relevance of political advisors to their
work and about their interaction style with these political advisors. The table below
summarizes our findings (Table 6).
Table 3 Field of education of
external consultants hired by
Dutch central government orga-
nization Source: own data











Total (N = 378) 100
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These results indicate that political advisors are important to the work that civil servants
do and that cross-sectoral variation is modest. To what extent does the importance for the
political advisers also has a politicizing impact on the policy advisory system? Qualitative
interviews illustrate the role of political advisors in policy making, and how it has come at
the expense of the role of permanent civil service legal advisors. In policy making, more
emphasis has come to be placed on the political advisors putting out their feelers and
negotiating with the parliamentary factions and much less on the traditional and non-
political advice roles such as those of legal and constitutional advisors. Whereas the latter
used to be heavily involved from start of the policy process onwards, now their input is
often pushed back to the very end of the process when there is little room left for changes
(Van den Berg and Dijkstra 2015: 257). So whereas politicization is not so much observed
in the work of civil servants per se, political considerations in the policy process seem to
have become more pronounced through the work of the minister’s direct entourage.
Table 4 Involvement of external consultants in various policy and process-related activities, per ministry









Foreign affairs (n = 113) 76 61 46 77
Defense (n = 33) 67 43 25 56
Economic Affairs (n = 93) 73 59 41 78
Finance (n = 165) 80 41 46 79
Social affairs, employment (n = 300) 89 45 62 85
Home affairs (n = 302) 82 43 52 82
Security, justice (n = 267) 79 29 43 71
Public health, wellbeing, sports (n = 287) 84 42 57 82
Education, culture, science (n = 314) 77 35 53 74
Infrastructure, environment (n = 446) 85 43 42 84
Staff roles (n = 373) 73 27 39 72
Unweighted average 79 43 46 77
a For reasons of comparability, for both the 2007 and the 2013 data, the ministries reflect the combinations
of issue areas as they were clustered in the Rutte II government
b ‘‘Regularly involved in’’ is the percentage of respondents that indicated to carry out one or more of the
presented tasks under each heading every 3 months, every month, every week or every day. As respondents
were asked to answer for as many of the activities that applied, percentages add up to more than 100
c ‘‘Policy advice’’ denotes one or more of the following tasks: (a) gathering policy-related data or infor-
mation; (b) carrying out policy-related research and analysis; (c) identifying policy options; (d) supplying
and/or assessing policy options; (e) carrying out an field analysis; (f) issue-tracking; (g) carrying out a legal
analysis; (h) preparing briefing notes or position papers; (i) giving ministerial briefings; (j) formulating
policies; (k) drafting reports, presentations or markers for decision makers; (l) consulting decision makers
about policy issues
d ‘‘Policy implementation’’ denotes the implementation of policies or policy programs
e ‘‘Policy evaluation’’ denotes one or more of the following tasks: (a) evaluating policy outcomes and
results; (b) evaluating policy processes and procedures
f ‘‘Process support’’ denotes one or more of the following tasks: (a) drafting a departmental planning;
(b) preparing budget proposals; (c) negotiating with relevant stakeholders on behalf of client; (d) consulting
citizens about policy issues; (e) informing departmental management; (f) informing policy advisors;
(g) informing external stakeholders
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Discussion and conclusion
This analysis has shown how the demand for external policy advice has changed in the
Netherlands over the last five decades, in response to shifting demands. While our research
approach and data do not give a complete basis for definitive conclusions, our evidence
seems to point at four main trends. First, the demand for substantive expertise to legitimize
government decisions was strongest in the post-war decades and has been declining
somewhat from the mid-1970s onwards. Second, the demand for interest representation to
legitimize government decisions was strong throughout the pillarized era and has started to
decline in the mid-1960s. Third, the demand for substantive expertise to fill in for inter-
nally lost know-how has been gaining in importance from the 1990s onwards. And fourth,
Table 5 Relevance of ‘‘political-strategic insight’’ and ‘‘substantive expertise’’ as skills for the work of
civil servants, by policy sector, 2007 and 2013
Policy domain Relevance of particular skills to civil servants’ work
Political-strategic insight Substantive expertise
2007 2013 2007 2013
International 4.94 (n = 18) 4.7 (n = 5) 4.39 (n = 18) 5.00 (n = 5)
Economic and financial 4.76 (n = 51) 4.85 (n = 11) 4.18 (n = 51) 4.91 (n = 11)
Social 4.74 (n = 53) 4.77 (n = 32) 4.24 (n = 53) 4.31 (n = 32)
Justice and home affairs 4.53 (n = 63) 4.66 (n = 35) 4.38 (n = 63) 4.26 (n = 35)
Infrastructure and environment 4.58 (n = 77) 4.86 (n = 28) 4.13 (n = 77) 4.11 (n = 28)
Staff roles – 4.86 (n = 7) – 4.29 (n = 7)
Total 4.66 (n = 342) 4.76 (n = 118) 4.24 (n = 342) 4.32 (n = 118)
Respondents were asked the following question: ‘‘How relevant is each of the following skills to your
current position?’’ The answers were given on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (=not relevant at all) to
5 (=very relevant)
Table 6 Relevance of political advisors to civil servants’ work
Policy domain* Relevance of political advisors to
respondent’s work (2013)
International 4.75 (n = 4)
Economic and financial 4.28 (n = 11)
Social 4.23 (n = 31)
Justice and home affairs 4.00 (n = 36)
Infrastructure, environment 3.93 (n = 28)
Staff roles 4.00 (n = 7)
Other 3.75 (n = 16)
Total 4.05 (n = 133)
Respondents were asked the following question: ‘‘How relevant is each of the following external actors to
your current position?’’ The answers were given on a 5-point Likert scale ranging from 1 (=not relevant at
all) to 5 (=very relevant)
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the demand for external opinions to counter displeasing internal and external policy
opinions appears to have been growing from the 2000s onwards.
It has also been shown that the notion that external policy advice may serve either to
rationalize government decisions or to legitimize them (Veit and Hustedt, this issue) is of
limited applicability for the case of the Netherlands. Even though the relative weight of
various types of policy advice providers has been variable and fluid across time, the same
advice providers have consistently been used to both rationalize and legitimize government
policies. In this sense, at least for the Netherlands, there does not seem to be a natural
contrast between the rationalization and legitimation of policies through policy advice, a
finding that is supported by the literature on the science-policy nexus and on ‘‘civic
epistemologies’’ (Hoppe 2005; Jasanoff 2005; Hilgartner et al. 2015).
The first part of the empirical analysis explains how, notwithstanding slight but dis-
cernible fluctuations, over the past 50 years a shift has taken place from a stable and
institutionalized, pillarized consensus-generating policy advisory system to a more
politicized, flexible and ad hoc policy advisory system. For the pillarized advisory councils
of the post-war decades, the primary aim was to give high-quality substantive input in the
policy process, and the means by which this was achieved was by composing the councils
of experts that collectively formed a proportional reflection of the pillarized society. By
combining expertise and proportionality, the system helped to both rationalize and legit-
imize government decisions. While not empirically part of this analysis, it is to be expected
that this combination of expertise and proportionality has been important in other con-
sensus-oriented neo-corporatist systems such as Belgium, Germany and Austria.
Since the post-war decades, the Dutch policy advisory system has changed in the sense
that the uncontested reliance on the wide system of advisory councils has made way for a
more fluid, ad hoc and fragmented system, where policy advice is mainly acquired from
temporary consultants and ad hoc advisory committees. The internal bureaucratic advisory
capacity has decreased from the 1980s onwards as a result of the austerity measures and the
outward orientation that came along with NPM reforms.
Parallel to this, the perceived legitimizing capacity of the advisory councils went down
in the 1980s, rose again in the 1990s and was somewhat discredited again in the 2000s. The
influence and prestige of the traditional, institutionalized policy advisory bodies has eroded
from the 1980s onwards, and various of these bodies and councils have either been
abolished, merged with others or shrunk in size. This can be explained both by the decrease
in the legitimacy, representativeness and effectiveness of the elaborate advisory system
after depillarization, and by the perceptions of the high operational costs of these bodies in
response to fiscal tightness and New Public Management ideas. Interestingly, however, the
degree to which these institutionalized advisory bodies are consulted by senior civil ser-
vants for policy advice seems to have remained relatively stable.
At the same time, it appears that decreases in the availability of internal policy advice as
well as decreases in the perceived appropriateness of policy advice from the institution-
alized advisory councils have been absorbed by an increase in the hiring of external
consultants (externalization). Evidence therefore seems to suggest that the policy advisory
capacity from (a) internal civil servants, (b) institutionalized advisory councils and
(c) external consultants have been communicating vessels for most of the period studied.
The one exception appears to be the period after the most recent economic crisis
(2009–2013).
All in all, it seems that the observed externalization and politicization of the Dutch
policy advisory system can be understood against the backdrop of socio-political (depil-
lariziaton and increased pressure on the executive) and economic-political (NPM) factors
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and that at least for the Netherlands, the dynamics in the policy advisory system cannot be
seen in isolation from general public sector reforms. While both the externalization and
politicization of the policy advisory system have been observed for the Anglophone
countries, the legacy of pillarization and consensus-oriented policy making has produced a
different dynamics in the Dutch case. The differences concern timing, rhetoric and
substance.
The timing has been different given that the Anglophone countries embarked on NPM-
style reforms of their public sectors roughly five to ten years before the Netherlands (Pollitt
and Bouckaert 2011). This means that the start of the more or less systematic erosion of
internal policy capacity set in earlier too (Craft and Halligan 2016). The rhetoric has been
different in the sense that in the Anglophone countries political leadership called for
policies and policy processes that were more inclusive and participatory with societal and
business partners under the heading of Third Way politics. In the Netherlands, just like in
other neo-corporatist countries, the rhetoric of the Third Way resonated much less given
that it was a continuation of its traditional policy making model (Christensen and
Yesilkagit 2006).
Lastly, the substance has been different in the sense that whereas for the Anglophone
systems a spectrum ranging from the internal (public service) to the external (private
sector) is a helpful analytical tool, for the Netherlands the essence of the policy advisory
system is to be found between three poles, that of the internal civil service, the institu-
tionalized system of neo-corporatist advisory bodies and the private sector. Over the past
decades, the policy advisory system has variously tilted more to one or two of these poles,
but none of the poles have ever really been marginalized.
The developments in the Dutch policy advisory system considered in this study reflect a
pluralization of the policy advisory landscape over time. The evidence for the Netherlands
seems to point at a policy advisory system that is a highly dynamic arrangement. In this
arrangement, multiple ideas about what good policy making is conflict with one another
and vie for dominance, resulting in different outcomes at different points in time. This
competition of ideas is mirrored in the types of actors that alternate as preferred sources of
policy advice. The core theoretical finding therefore is the need for a smaller emphasis on
stability and structure, and a greater acknowledgement of the dynamic nature of policy
advisory systems.
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